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Entrepreneurial Network Composition: An Analysis Across Venture 
Development Stage and Gender 
 
Structured Abstract  
Purpose: This study explores gender differences in the composition of entrepreneurs’ 
networks at four new venture stages: discovery, emergence, young and established. 
 
Methodology/approach: ANOVA and linear regression on a sample of 134 female and 
266 male entrepreneurs.  
 
Findings: Female entrepreneurs have significantly lower proportions of males in their 
social networks in early venture development stages, but similar levels at later stages.   
 
Research limitations/implications: Taken together, our findings suggest that just as 
women in traditional organizations adapt social networks similar to men in order to 
succeed, their entrepreneurial counterparts build more ‘male-oriented’ networks as 
they proceed through venture phases.  
 
Originality/value of paper: This study uses a representative sample of male and 
female entrepreneurs to explore network composition at four distinct stages. Our 
findings suggest that female entrepreneurs who are able to persist in the new venture 
process develop networks similar to their male counterparts.   
. 
Keywords: Entrepreneurial Networks, Gender, Venture Development Stage  
 
Classification: Research note. 
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Introduction 
This study explores gender differences in the composition of entrepreneurs’ 
social networks at various stages of the venture development. 
Despite the high participation by females in entrepreneurial activities around 
the world and awareness of their role in economic development, there is limited 
academic attention (Baker et al., 1997). It has been suggested that female 
entrepreneurs are disadvantaged, in part because of a lack of suitable and effective 
social networks (Fielden et al., 2003).  Research on the social networks of female 
entrepreneurs is mostly constrained to snapshots at one particular venture stage, such 
as a new start-up or an existing firm, and does not consider the dynamic nature of 
networks throughout the entrepreneurship process.  Scholars have called for studies of 
entrepreneurial networks across gender and venture development stage (e.g. Hoang 
and Antoncic, 2003). 
 
Gender and Social Networks 
A growing body of research examines how social networks are gendered at 
work, with a consistent finding that men and women develop different networks 
(Burke et al., 1995).  Among the seminal studies, Ibarra (1992; 1993) describes how 
women managers’ lack of access to informal networks causes them to build different 
networks from men.  In particular, women tend to seek other women as friends and 
supporters, and to seek men for professional advice (Ibarra, 1992).  Other studies of 
gendered management networks report that women have more women in their 
networks and men have more men in their networks (Burke et al., 1995) and women’s 
exclusion from formal networks limits their ability to advance to the highest echelons 
in an organization.  In these traditional organizations, individuals can not readily 
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‘choose’ diversity in work networks. In contrast, the process of starting a new venture 
involves the entrepreneur self-selecting individuals to participate in his/her network. 
Females employed in traditional organizations who get promoted tend to develop 
social networks similar to men (Tharenou, 1997).  Following this logic, we expect 
females who succeed progressing through venture stages may develop networks 
similar to their male counterparts and explore this line of reasoning in the present 
study.  
 
Data and Methodology 
We use data from the Danish Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 
telephone survey of 134 female and 266 male entrepreneurs.  The sample is 
representative of the national population and the data are analysed using basic 
descriptive statistics, ANOVA and linear regression.  
 
We use the following variables: 
Venture Stage. Entrepreneurs are classified by self-reported status as ‘intending to 
start a business’ (discovery), ‘starting a business’ (emergence), ‘running a firm for 
less than 42 months’ (young) or ‘running a firm for at least 42 months’ (established).  
The telephone interviews are conducted while the entrepreneur is actively involved in 
the new venture, eliminating biases of hindsight, memory decay and post-hoc 
rationalization.  We survey 158, 76, 60 and 106 entrepreneurs at the discovery, 
emergence, young and established stages, respectively. 
 
Social Networks. We employ the name-generator approach (Marsden, 1987) to 
ascertain the composition of entrepreneurs’ discussion social networks. This approach 
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focuses on a core discussion network. As previous results indicate that 95 percent of 
people report fewer than five individuals in their (core discussion) networks 
(Marsden, 1987), we ask entrepreneurs to “Identify up to five persons with whom you 
have discussed your opportunity/business, and if you have discussed your 
opportunity; business with more than five persons, then the five persons who have 
influenced you the most.”  
 
Network Node Composition. We then ask for characteristics of these individuals, 
including gender and role-relation. Each entrepreneur’s proportion of males, kin and 
business relations (e.g. colleagues and consultants) are calculated.  We also ask each 
respondent to rate the extent of ‘emotional support-related’ communication, from 
‘mostly critical’ to ‘mostly encouraging’.  The share of emotional support relations is 
calculated as the amount of ‘mostly encouraging’ emotional support relations divided 
by the network size.   
 
Density. Entrepreneurs also report which contacts in their network are acquainted with 
one another.  The density measure is calculated by dividing the amount of relations 
who know one another by the maximum number of people who could know one 
another.   
 
Control Variables. Earlier studies highlight the impact of certain demographic 
variables on entrepreneurial outcomes (e.g. Greve and Salaff, 2003). Thus, we control 
for gender, age, level of education (0= no vocational or higher education; 1= 
vocational education; 2= higher education less than three years; 3= higher education 
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between three and four years; 4= higher education more than four years) and year of 
survey. 
 
Results 
Table I presents the means of the six dependent variables across the four 
stages of the entrepreneurial process as well as a mean for all four stages taken 
together.  
 
***INSERT TABLE I ABOUT HERE*** 
 
Table I reveals no significant gender differences in entrepreneurs’ network 
size, density, proportion of business relations or proportion of emotional support 
relations.  However, we do find a significant (p<0.10) difference in kin composition: 
‘established’ female entrepreneurs are more likely to have networks with high 
proportions of kin (40 percent) compared to ‘established’ male entrepreneurs (28 
percent).   
Our multi-stage study also reveals significant gender differences in the 
proportion of males (p<0.01) at discovery and emergence phases. In the discovery 
stage, 50 percent of female entrepreneurs’ networks are men, compared with 74 
percent for male entrepreneurs (p<0.01). In the emergence stage, female 
entrepreneurs’ networks are 55 percent male, compared to 66 percent among male 
entrepreneurs (P<0.10). However, at later venture stages, both female and male 
entrepreneurs’ networks are comprised of approximately 75 percent male contacts.   
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We examine correlations among variables and also whether the correlations 
remain significant after considering appropriate control variables. Table II reports the 
results of the six regressions.  
 
***INSERT TABLE II ABOUT HERE*** 
 
As shown in Table II, the analyses of means indicates that female 
entrepreneurs have significantly larger networks (p<0.10) and significantly lower 
proportions of males in their networks (p<0.01), however there are no significant 
differences in other network characteristics.  We then incorporate an interaction effect 
to examine the changes at various venture stages. Table III depicts these findings. 
 
***INSERT TABLE III ABOUT HERE*** 
 
Our results suggest that, as female entrepreneurs move forward in the 
entrepreneurial process, they tend to increase the proportion of males in their social 
networks.  For example, between the discovery and emergence stages, gender 
differences are significant at the 0.05 level.  This distinction is significant on a 0.01 
level between the discovery stage and young business stage and also between 
discovery stage and established business stage.   
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
This study explores the composition of female and male entrepreneurs’ 
networks across four venture stages. We find that female entrepreneurs have, on 
average, a lower proportion of males in their networks.  Female entrepreneurs report 
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larger social networks than do males, however, we do not find evidence of any 
significant gender differences regarding entrepreneurial networks’ density and 
proportion of kin, business relations, proportion of emotional support relations. 
We find vast gender differences in the earliest phases of the venture process, 
however these differences decline over time.  By the established business stage, 
female and male entrepreneurs report more or less the same proportion of males in 
their networks.  
We acknowledge several limitations of our study.  First, we take a solo-view 
of the entrepreneur, and examine the network of only one entrepreneur.  Although we 
capture the major characteristics of networks such as kin, business relations and 
emotional support, there may be other aspects of ties, such as range, frequency, and 
direction. Furthermore, we do not control for industry. Despite these limitations, our 
study makes several key contributions and offers implications and directions for 
future research. 
Why are female and male ‘established’ entrepreneurs’ networks so similar?  
One explanation is that entrepreneurs face the same set of key challenges and must 
make decisions about networks which enable them to access similar resources to meet 
these business needs.  Major mileposts include obtaining finance, and creating and 
maintaining business relationships with suppliers and customers.   
The results suggest that female and male entrepreneurs have different pre-
venture experiences in the labour market which shape initial networks, but by working 
through successive phases and resource requirements in the venture development 
process, women and men activate similar networks.  
This study substantiates the existence of gender differences in entrepreneurs’ 
social networks at four distinct venture phases.  Taken together, our findings suggest 
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that just as women in traditional organizations adapt social networks similar to men in 
order to succeed, their entrepreneurial counterparts build more ‘male-oriented’ 
networks as they proceed through venture phases.  Longitudinal studies could 
substantiate these practices, focusing on path dependency and resource flows through 
the network.  Studies incorporating the networks of multiple members of a new 
venture team, and new measures of relationships may provide a more complete 
picture of entrepreneurial networks.   
 
References 
Baker, T., Aldrich, H.E. and Liou, N. (1997), “Invisible Entrepreneurs : The Neglect 
of Women Business Owners by Mass Media and Scholarly Journals in the United 
States”, Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, Vol. 9, pp. 221-238. 
Burke, R.J., Rothstein, M.G. and Bristor, J.M. (1995), “Interpersonal Networks of 
Managerial and Professional Women and Men: Descriptive Characteristics”, 
Women in Management Review, Vol. 10 No. 1, pp. 21-27. 
Fielden, S. L., Davidson, M.J., Dawe, A.J. and Makin, P.J. (2003), “Factors inhibiting 
the economic growth of female owned small businesses in North West England”, 
Journal of Small Business and Entreprise Development, Vol. 10 No. 2, pp. 152-
166. 
Greve, A., and Salaff, J.W. (2003), “Social Networks and Entrepreneurship”, 
Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice, Vol. 28 No. 1, pp. 1-22. 
Hoang, H., and Antoncic, B. (2003), “Network-based Research in Entrepreneurship: 
A Critical Review”, Journal of Business Venturing, Vol. 18 No. 2, pp. 165-187. 
10 
Ibarra, H.  (1992), “Homophily and Differential Returns: Sex Differences in Network 
Structure and Access in an Advertising Firm”, Administrative Science Quarterly, 
Vol. 37, pp. 422-447. 
Ibarra, H.  (1993), “Personal Networks of Women and Minorities in Management: A 
Conceptual Framework”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 18 No. 1, pp. 
56-87. 
Marsden, P. (1987), “Core Discussion Networks of Americans”, American 
Sociological Review, Vol. 52 No. 1, pp. 122-131. 
Tharenou, P. (1997), “Managerial Career Advancement”, in Cooper, C. and 
Robertson, I.T (eds.), International Review of Industrial and Organizational 
Psychology, Wiley, New York, pp. 39-93.  
 
11 
 
Table I:  
Network Composition at Four Venture Stages: Descriptive Statistics and Anovas  
  Discovery 
Stage 
Emergence 
Stage 
Young 
Stage 
Established 
Stage 
Total: All 
Stages 
Male 0.74 0.66 0.70 0.74 0.72 
Female  0.50 0.55 0.74 0.75 0.68 
N 136 75 58 98 367 
Proportion 
of males 
 
 Anova 0.00** 0.08* 0.65 0.96 0.00** 
Male 0.31 0.34 0.32 0.28 0.31 
Female 0.32 0.42 0.26 0.40 0.35 
N 141 77 58 100 376 
Proportion 
of kin 
 
Anova 0.73 0.31 0.54 0.09* 0.19 
Male 0.27 0.31 0.42 0.44 0.35 
Female 0.22 0.27 0.44 0.41 0.30 
N 142 76 57 99 374 
Proportion 
of business 
relations 
 Anova 0.41 0.63 0.81 0.71 0.23 
Male 3.23 4.41 3.93 3.58 3.66 
Female 3.55 4.44 3.70 3.89 3.82 
N 158 76 60 106 400 
Size 
 
 
 Anova 0.28 0.88 0.58 0.40 0.34 
Male 0.70 0.67 0.71 0.70 0.69 
Female 0.69 0.69 0.63 0.78 0.70 
N 124 73 55 89 341 
Density 
 
 
 Anova 0.92 0.78 0.38 0.30 0.85 
Male 0.79 0.86 0.84 0.77 0.80 
Female 0.83 0.84 0.84 0.72 0.81 
N 140 74 58 96 368 
Proportion 
of emotional 
support 
relations Anova 0.44 0.74 0.96 0.49   0.93 
* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.01 
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Table II:  
Entrepreneurial Network Composition: Linear Regression Results 
 Size Density Proportion 
of Business 
Relation 
Proportion 
of Kin 
Proportion of 
Emotional 
Support 
Relations 
Proportion  
of Males 
Gender 0.218* 0.006 -0.033 -0.003 -0.024 -0.138***
Size -0.033** -0.011 -0.023* -0.017 0.011
Density -0.377** -0.049 0.139*** -0.060 0.018
Proportion of 
business relations  
-0.138 -0.053  -0.377*** -0.188*** 0.025
Proportion of kin  -0.403* 0.213*** -0.532*** -0.086 -0.248***
Proportion of 
emotional support 
relations 
-0.285 -0.089 -0.255*** -0.082 -0.055
Proportion  of 
males 
0.184 0.027 0.034 -0.240*** -0.056
Age -0.011** -0.002 0.005*** 0.002 -0.002 0.001
Education 0.17 -0.006 0.010 -0.014 0.009 0.000
Survey Year -0.422*** -0.038 -0.029 0.004 0.078*** 0.075***
Constant 
 
851307*** 76481 58345 -7341 -154387*** -150345***
Number of 
respondents 
324 324 324 324 324 324
Adjusted R square 0.064 0.064 0.315 0.319 0.072 0.156
                             * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 
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Table III:  
Entrepreneurial Network Composition: Linear Regression Results 
 Proportion  
of Males 
Gender -0.268***
Size 0.013
Density 0.006
Proportion of business relations  -0.007
Proportion of kin  -0.267***
Proportion of emotional support 
relations 
-0.022
Proportion  of males 
 
Age 0.001
Education 0.000
Survey Year 0.058**
 
Stages 
     Emergence  -0.269**
     Young -0.327***
     Established -0.259**
 
Interaction effects 
     Emergence*gender 0.167**
     Young*gender 0.275***
     Established*gender 0.252***
Constant -114802**
 
Number of respondents 324
Adjusted R square 0.208
   * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 
 
 
 
